
Winter Camping Up North in 1964                        
…with Nick and Steve Theis, Bob Miller and Jim Von Bank. 

Nick Theis and I were engineering students at the 
University of Minnesota.  We were also hunting buddies 
all through high school.  It was winter break of 1964 – 
before Christmas.  Steve Theis, Nick’s younger brother, 
was also my hunting buddy.  Bob Miller was one year 
older than us.  He was stocking shelves in a grocery 
store, waiting to be drafted for Viet Nam.  He was my 
future brother-in-law.  Jim Von Bank, three years younger 
than me and Nick, was also my future brother-in-law.   

Nick and I had the idea for winter camping up north.  
How we talked the others into it is anybody’s guess.  We 
didn’t have any real winter camping equipment.  But 
there really wasn’t much available back then. 

We camped in the country about ten miles east of 
Cushing.  Nick knew the farmer that owned the land.  It 
was poor farmland and wasn’t used for anything.  We 
parked the car three miles away at the nearest farm 
that had electricity, where we could plug in a tank 
heater.  In those days most vehicles wouldn’t start if the 
radiator heater was left in extreme cold for several 
days. 

We picked a site Nick knew of that had been logged off 
forty years prior.  No re-seeding was done, so the area 
had been invaded by junk poplars.  The location was 
“blizzard proof” because 
the wind couldn’t blow 
hard through the thick 
brush and trees.  I 

brought a roll of tar paper and several tarps to make a 
shelter.  We planned to stay for five days or more and 
hunt during the day.  We cut off five or six mature 
poplars at about four feet high, to make the posts for the 
shelter.  We cut other branches and saved them for the 
roof and sides.  We found a thicket of pine trees 200 
yards from the shelter and cut many boughs to use as 
insulation from the ground in the shelter.  We made 
numerous trips hauling the boughs.  Then we covered 
the roof and the flooring with canvas.  Our shelter was 
complete. 

Tom with his World War II era sheepskin 
coat, Bowie knife and double barrel 12-
gauge shotgun 

Nick Theis chopping wood.  He was the 
best one of us with an ax. 

15-year-old Jim Von Bank.  Note the 
hides hanging in the right background 



The main events each day was just 
getting by – keeping warm and getting 
fed.  It was 30 below zero at night and 
did not rise above zero in the daytime.  
We had no heat in the shelter except for 
a fire we built in the doorway.  We 
planned to hunt during the days and we 
didn’t have anything planned for the 
long nights.  We didn’t even have a 
camp light.  Most of us would get up 
during the night, oftentimes more than 
once because of the cold, and would 

warm up by chopping firewood.  We 
had only axes and hand tools.  No 
motorized tools.  The nights were 
incrediby long.  

We hunted during the day for squirrels, 
rabbits and anything else we could eat.  
We did shoot and eat some ruffed 
grouse.  At first, we felt constantly 
chilly.  But we adjusted to the cold. 

We brought milk from the farm in 
cartons.  It froze immediately.  We cut it 
off in chunks with an ax and we thawed it over the fire.  We packed plenty of venison.  
Our supplies were few, but included salt and pepper.  We brought many raw eggs, 
which also froze and expanded, cracking their shells.  We had to put them into hot water 
to get the shells off.  I had a special dish which I made of scrambled eggs and ground 
venison, which we ate at least once a day. 

We were amazed how quickly we 
adapted to extreme cold.  We slept 
without heat.  We abandoned the fire in 
the doorway of the shelter because 
there was not much heat and too much 
smoke.  We adapted psychologically 
and physically to living outside.  When 
we came home, we felt confined and 
hot when indoors.  

It was a memorable trip. 

                                                                                                                                                 

Tom and Bob cooking a breakfast of scrambled eggs and 
ground venison 

Steve, Bob and Nick putting up the frame for the shelter.  Note 
the long poplar stumps. 

Bob in his ever-present stocking cap, in front of the completed 
shelter 



In the years that followed, Bob survived Viet Nam and went on to become a journeyman 
glazer.  Nick became a Doctor of Geology.  Jim earned a Master’s Degree in 
Engineering.  Steve became a supervisor of road construction for Hennepin County.  
We all lived worthwhile lives. 

 

                              Tom, Bob and Steve by the fire 

 

 

Jim standing near the fire 

Steve getting dressed.  We became hardened to 
the below-zero weather 

Nick and Steve in front of the completed shelter 


